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Abstract
This research performs the analysis of the main public policies 
for higher education in People’s Republic of China between the 
period from 2003 to 2012, starting from a gap to be explored 
concerning the proposition of new public policies to assist in 
financing higher education worldwide, taking as reference prac-
tices already carried out in other country. When it comes to the 
methodological procedures, the study was designed as explor-
atory and quantitative, in which a group of public policies were 
statistically analyzed, using as reference the compound annual 
growth rate (CAGR), taking into account the investment made 
and the number of students attended in the period, in order to 
check the efficiency of each policy. The results showed a series 
of possibilities to promote the advancement of higher education 
worldwide, with examples of policies that can be replicated to 
other nations, and, therefore, assist them in their development.
Keywords: Evaluation; Efficiency; Public policy; Higher educa-
tion; People’s Republic of China.
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Resumo
Esta pesquisa realiza a análise das principais políticas públicas 
para o ensino superior na República Popular da China entre o 
período de 2003 a 2012, a partir de uma lacuna a ser explorada 
quanto à proposição de novas políticas públicas para auxiliar no 
financiamento do ensino superior em todo o mundo, tomando 
como base práticas já realizadas em outro país. No que se refere 
aos procedimentos metodológicos, o estudo foi concebido como 
exploratório e quantitativo, no qual foram analisadas estatisti-
camente um conjunto de políticas públicas usando como refer-
ência a taxa de crescimento anual composta (CAGR), a partir 
do investimento realizado e do número de estudantes atendidos 
durante o período analisado. Os resultados mostraram uma série 
de possibilidades para promover o avanço do ensino superior 
em todo o mundo, com exemplos de políticas que podem ser 
replicadas para outras nações e, com isso, auxiliá-las no seu 
desenvolvimento.
Palavras-chave: Avaliação; Eficiência; Políticas públicas; Ensino 
superior; República Popular da China.
Introduction
Education in China has always been seen as fundamental to 
the country’s progress. One of the greatest cultural traditions of the 
region, Confucianism, has emphasized education in the development 
process. Between the ancient classics, are phrases like “-To develop 
a nation, education must come first” or “-A man without education 
is not an ethical and well informed man” (MIN, 2004).
Over the past decades, when China decided to open up to the 
world, Chinese leaders have become aware of the importance of 
higher education, in order to ensure a higher quality labor force 
and also to conduct advanced  research (HAYHOE; ZHA, 2004). 
This priority to education, especially higher education, has helped 
in the formation of qualified human resources and generated scien-
tific and technological inventions which are absorbed more easily 
(MIN, 2008).
Over the past 20 years, the world has witnessed a tremendous 
growth of China’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP), something un-
heard of until then, as shown in Graph 1: 
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Graph 1 - Chinese GDP growth (1978-2010) in Us dollars.
Source: Prepared by the author with data from WORLD BANK (2013).
According to Zhou Zhong, professor of the Tsinghua University 
Department of Education, one of the most prestigious universities in 
China, investment in education is the support base for the success 
of the Chinese economy (NAOE, 2012). 
To demonstrate the difference in investment and educational 
growth of China with other countries, Assmann and Laws (2008) 
make a simplistic comparison with Brazil, with regard to the train-
ing of engineers. The authors cite that China spent $ 90 billion on 
education, equivalent to 13.3% of the total budget of the country in 
2008, on the other hand, Brazil was investing something around 21 
billion dollars, equivalent to 1.3% of the general budget. To compare 
the effectiveness of the systems, the authors present the number of 
engineers who graduate each year in both countries: China - 1 engi-
neer to 3.400 inhabitants and Brazil - 1 engineer for 7.300 inhabitants.
The authors compliment saying that even if you have charging 
of tuition fees in universities, two-thirds of higher education insti-
tutions are public (at the time of comparison), in parallel to Brazil, 
which had less than a third. When performing a confrontation with 
the expenses in relation to primary education, the authors conclude 
that the Brazilian government spends 12 times more on higher 
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education (which has less than a third of public higher education 
institutions) in relation to primary education, while the Chinese 
government spends only 3 times (and has two-thirds of public higher 
education institutions).
What is behind the success of the Chinese higher education? For 
Zha and Hayhoe (2008) is the “visible hand” of the Central Govern-
ment, which has developed a number of instruments and policies to 
promote a massification of higher education. In addition, the authors 
argue that China starts to create an emerging model of university, 
which is linked with national and local development plans, giving 
a unique support for institutions and academics, who work to meet 
government needs. Policy initiatives “post-expansion” also repre-
sent an effort to growth to be qualitative, combining interests of the 
Central Government, local governments and universities.
 To better understand the application of financial resources in 
Chinese higher education, this article aims to analyze the effective-
ness of public policies that receive these resources, considering the 
amount invested and the number of students served, in a period 
from 2003 to 2012. Understand the results of public policies for the 
Chinese higher education can serve as a benchmark for many other 
countries that wishing to improve their higher education system.
2. Evolution of Public Policies for Chinese Higher 
Education
In 1993, the document entitled “Outline for Educational Reform 
and Development in China” (1993) highlighted the various strategies 
of the country aimed at development, including a belief in education 
and science as pivot areas to guide the expected modernization and 
bring the nation the most developed countries of the world. Actions 
such as decentralizing the administrative structure, increase univer-
sity autonomy, reorganizing universities for efficiency, effectiveness 
and expansion, as well as diversification of funding sources, have 
been strengthened. All these points were subsequently legislated in 
the Higher Education Law, which was implemented on 1 January 
1999, representing a new institutionalization of governance and 
management of Chinese higher education (ZHA, 2009).
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Levin (2010) says that in the celebrations of the hundredth an-
niversary of Peking University, China’s president at the time, Jiang 
Zemin, publicly revealed the country’s intentions to seek a broad 
expansion of its higher education system, and that’s what actually 
happened. In 1990, only 3,4% of the age group between 18 and 22 
years were allocated in higher education in 1995, this percentage 
reached 7,2% and in 2000 at the astounding rate of 12,5%. It was 
the beginning of an unprecedented expansion in the global scenario 
(HAYHOE; ZHA, 2004).
However, the actual process of massification of higher educa-
tion begins in 1999, with a noticeable increase in enrollment, par-
ticularly in areas involving science and technology. At this time, the 
engineering institutions have increased the variety of its subjects, 
in order to increase the student’s number and also to make some of 
its universities world leaders. Seeking to vitalize education for the 
century that would start, it was defined the following goal: increase 
the gross participation in higher education to 11% in 2000. Subse-
quently, the goal becomes more audacious, seeking to achieve the 
indicator of 15% of young people aged 18-22 years by 2010, since 
this is an internationally recognized limit for a mass higher educa-
tion (STATE COUNCIL, 1999). The results were a 47,2% leap in the 
number of new registrations, out of 1,08 million new students (1998) 
to 1,59 million (ZHA, 2011a).
Initial results were promising and in December 2003 China an-
nounces that it is promoting the largest higher education system in 
the world (CHENG, 2004). The rapid expansion continued until 2004, 
when the enrollment of higher education (considering all levels), 
reached its peak of 20 million students (twice in 1998), from then 
on, growth continued but more moderate. Regular higher education 
institutions also had rapid growth, out of 1.022 (1998) to 2.263 (2008), 
an increase of 121,4% in 10 years. With reference to the 2008 year, 
China reaches the surprising rate of 30 million students enrolled in 
higher education, and of these, 24.2% are in the age group 18 to 22 
years, which makes the Chinese system the largest in the world in 
absolute numbers (ZHA, 2011a). Even if it uses the 2004 data, China 
would still be on the front:
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1. China: 20 million students; 
2. United States: 14 million students;
3. Russia: 6.5 million students;
4. India: 5 million students; and
5. Japan: 3 million students (CHENG, 2004).
Note that the participation rate increased about 15% in 10 years. 
To achieve this same growth, the United States took 30 years (1911 
to 1941), Japan 23 years (1947 to 1970) and several other European 
countries around 25 years (ZHA, 2011a).
Several factors were decisive for this remarkable growth and 
one of them was the incentive to initiate the operations of private 
higher education institutions, since the government thought alone 
public education could never meet the great demand for higher 
education, beginning the process in the mid 90’s. Data from 2002 
shows that were opened over 60.000 private schools in the country, 
among which 1.200 were in higher education (CHENG, 2004), but 
not all were accredited by the Ministry of Education to issue degrees, 
and in 2008 the number of accredited private institutions was 638, 
including 322 independent colleges. These institutions accounted for 
28% of all higher education institutions in China, with four million 
students enrolled. It is worth noting that these institutions mainly 
absorbed students from economically disadvantaged families, as 
students from more affluent families were enrolled in traditional 
Chinese universities (ZHA, 2011a).
Another important change that helped was the adoption of 
charging tuition fees in public institutions, which becomes official in 
1997. This initiative helped to expand the system as the government 
could no longer claim that it had no financial capacity to support 
universities, with enrollment stimulated by social demand from that 
date. Table 1 shows the percentage of the composition of resources 
according to the years:
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1990 93.5 - 0.5 - 6.0 100.0
1999 62.5 0.5 17.0 2.3 17.7 100.0
2000
57.3
0.9 22.1 1.6 18.1 100.0
2001 53.4 2.0 25.0 1.4 18.2 100.0
2002 49.7 2.7 26.9 1.8 18.9 100.0
2003 46.8 4.1 29.3 1.4 18.4 100.0
2004 44.7 5.8 30.7 1.0 17.8 100.0
2005 42.5 6.8 31.5 0.8 18.4 100.0
Source: Zha (2011a, p. 755).
*Note: Other includes research based on revenue, return on investment and service 
sales, etc.
It can be seen in Table 1 intense reduction of government in-
vestment, which was 93.5% in 1990 to 42.5% in 2005. On the other 
hand, the student tuition fees increased considerably, from 0.5% in 
1990 to 31.5%, demonstrating the strength of this action. Even with 
the reduction of direct transfer (TABLE 1), in 2006 China apply 1.5% 
of GDP only in higher education, almost three times what it was 
applied in the previous decade. After the public declaration of Jiang 
Zemin (on the anniversary of Peking University), China created the 
world’s largest higher education sector (LEVIN, 2010). Graph 2 il-
lustrates this statement:
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Graph 2 - net enrollment of Higher education * and increase in the par-
ticipation rate **: 1990-2008
Source: Zha (2011b, p. 27), adapted by the author.
* Note: Enrollments in regular institutions of higher education, including 
post-graduate students. 
** Note: Participation fee living in the age group 18-22 in all forms of higher 
education.
In short, China’s action to create a mass higher education sys-
tem resulted in a rapid expansion of enrollment and also a large 
systemic differentiation of institution types: traditional universities, 
vocational colleges, private institutions, among many others. Despite 
the tendency of a qualitative decline in universities, the debate on 
the quality guided the whole process of expansion. According to 
Hayhoe and Zha (2004), still in 1993, the government announced a 
number of national initiatives aiming to give financial support to 
the 100 best universities in China, so that they can reach a status 
of “world class” in the century that would start. This project was 
named “Project 211”. Table 2 shows the percentage of the additional 
funds received by these universities beyond the national total:
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Library books volume 25.65
Scientific equipment and instrumentation 38.70
Bachelor Enrollment and under-graduate 18.33
Master Enrolment 69.14
Doctoral enrollment 86.01
Enrollment of international students 58.19
Proportion of full-time professors (national 
average 9.77) 18.85
Research funds 70.10
National key laboratories 100
National key programs 83.61
Patents filing 72.81
Source: Hayhoe and Zha (2004, p 89).
With the celebration of the 100th anniversary of the best Chinese 
university, Peking University, it was created in May 1998 another 
project, called “Project 985”, in order to further support even harder 
a special group of 9 universities, they are: 
a) polytechnics: Tsinghua, Zhejiang, Shanghai Jiao Tong, Xi’an 
Jiao Tong, USTC, and Harbin Institute of Technology;
b) traditional: Beijing, Fudan and Nanjing.
These nine universities became part of the C9 League in 2009, 
which is Chinese reference to Ivy League of US. In anyway, a greater 
concentration of resources is placed at the Universities of Beijing 
and Tsinghua, aiming to propel them to the top twenty in the world 
(HAYHOE; ZHA, 2010; LEVIN, 2010). In the second phase of the 
project, 39 universities became part of the Project 985. To Marcovitch 
(2008), the simple fact of the Chinese initiative in creating the Aca-
demic Ranking of World Universities shows that the country wants 
to know the top universities and prepare their universities to be part 
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of this select group. Regarding the values  received by the Project 
985 universities, the universities of Beijing and Tsinghua received 
each CN¥ 1,8 billion, equivalent at that time to US$ 225 million. For 
other universities, there was a variation between CN¥ 1,4 billion and 
CN¥ 400 million (HAYHOE; ZHA, 2004; LEVIN, 2010).
With regard to private higher education institutions, which 
held a large number of seats, the Chinese government also sought 
alternatives through funding to economically support disadvantaged 
students. Actions such as scholarships, grants, student loans and 
study/work programs were implemented (MIN, 2008). To synchro-
nize the private education with public education in China, Levy 
(2008) suggests some strategies:
a) Variable rates: tax rates mix, with higher rates of charges for 
those who can pay for them (especially for post-graduate 
students);
b) Credit plans: a kind of student support through government 
loans for future repayment. The available credit should 
be sufficient to cover all expenses (not just fees), both the 
included students studying in China and students contem-
plated studying abroad;
c) Action to promote access: actions to include disadvantaged 
young people with the student body, knowing that they 
often cannot envision higher education on the horizon of 
their lives for lack of money; lack of information (in many 
cases the benefits exist and the students do not know them); 
and lack of preparation in basic education.
In China Education Ministry’s website, it can meet some of the 
programs to this inclusion, such as the Green Passage, which aims 
to ensure that all students, especially those from poor families, 
have access and permanence in higher education, preventing stu-
dents to leave the course for financial difficulties. In this program, 
the Chinese government, universities and banks have created a 
special support system for needy students. Besides Green Passage, 
these students can apply for waivers of tuition fees, scholarships, 
subsidies, among others. The government has the responsibility to 
create programs and universities and banks have a responsibility 
to provide the benefits (CERNET, 2013).
Organizações em contexto, São Bernardo do Campo, ISSNe 1982-8756  • Vol. 15, n. 29, jan.-jun. 2019 165
Efficiency of Public Policies for Higher Education: 
the Case of People's Republic of China 
Being a country with continental dimensions, China now also 
invest in distance education, as a way to expand geographically 
access and democratizing education in the country. From then on, 
the intensive use of information technology in education has been 
promoted. Since 1999, 68 regular institutions of higher learning and 
the Central Radio and Television University of China (CCRTVU) had 
a pilot project approved by the Ministry of Education with the aim 
of promoting education at distance. As a result, 140 programs in 10 
disciplines were developed by the end of 2002, a total of 1.373.000 
students. In order to cover the entire national territory, the 68 par-
ticipating institutions have opened 2.027 educational institutions 
outside their respective geographic locations, providing academic 
knowledge via CCRTVU (CERNET, 2013).
Finally, to continue to thrive in regard to higher education, the 
Chinese government established in July 2010 the National Panorama 
for Reform and Education Development of The Medium and Long 
Term (2010-2020), also known as “Plan 2020,” with it focus on the 
aspects of improvement and quality assurance and intended to en-
courage creativity among students, and also includes a number of 
Chinese universities between universities recognized worldwide. 
Within the Planning 2020 it is a Strategic Plan for Higher Educa-
tion, which sets the main priority to guarantee the quality of higher 
education to be achieved through:
a) development of university professors;
b) curriculum development;
c) creative education for talented students;
d) development programs for innovators;
e) transformation of Post-graduate Programs;
f) deepening of the Projects “211” and “985” (ZHA, 2012).
In addition, the Chinese government has set ambitious goals 
for the areas of research and country’s development, in order to 
apply to 2,5% of GDP in R&D by the year 2020 (LEVIN, 2010; IEDI, 
2011) and raise the number of researchers to 4 million by the same 
year, especially in the areas of innovation, in a plan known as “plan 
for Medium and Long Term and Talent Development”. This plan 
also has a policy to attract talent from other countries to become 
researchers in China (something very common in the United States 
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in the recent decades), ensuring not only the quantitative prosper-
ity, but also qualitative.
3. Methodology
In this research, due to the objectives, the study was developed 
as an exploratory research.
An exploratory research is conceived in an area in which there 
is little accumulated and systematic knowledge, seeking to provide 
more information about the subject being investigated (ANDRADE, 
2001; VERGARA, 2004). For Gil (1995) and Collins and Hussey 
(2005), the exploratory research should evaluate which theories or 
concepts can be applied to a relevant problem, or if new concepts 
and theories can be developed. From then on, such study is char-
acterized as exploratory for seeking to deepen the articulation of 
public policies for the financing of higher education in China.
The research was elaborated to support the design provided 
for a quantitative study. The quantitative approach is confirmed as 
numeric values were used regarding variables that shape the system 
of higher education in a country, as well as the public policies for 
the financing of higher education of the country studied. 
For the current study, data were collected through documen-
tary research, which is a source of data collection performed from 
documents (contemporary or retrospective), but classified as a sci-
entifically authentic (MARCONI and LAKATOS, 1990). From then 
on, data collection documents were used from China, such as: from 
National Bureau of Statistics of China, management reports of the 
governments on public policies for the higher education financing 
between 2003 and 2012, management report of the results of policies 
in higher education institutions, statistical data concerning public 
policies and data from the respective Ministries of Education of the 
country studied.
Thereafter, data were collected regarding the amount of invest-
ment and the number of students attended (when available), the 
following policies:
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Chart 1 - Data Collection of public policies analyzed
Country Collection Period Name
China




2005-2010 Open University of China (OUC) – 
investment
2003-2010 and 2012 Open University of China (OUC) – 
number of students
2003-2012 Green Passage - only investment
2003-2011 Project 211 – investment
2003-2006-2009-
2012 Project 211 – number of students
2004-2011 Project 985 – investment
2012 Project 985 – number of students
Source: Elaborated by the author.
The analysis and quantitative treatment were performed to-
gether with the numeric findings of the respective public policies, 
originating from documentary and bibliographic data collection, 
following the assertion of Barbetta (2008, p. 65), who argues that 
this procedure allows “[...] to introduce techniques which allow to 
organize, summarize and present such data, so that it is possible to 
interpret them in the light of the research objectives.”
After collection and filing the results from 6 public policies se-
lected, the data systematization and standardization was performed. 
The policies that didn’t exhibit the annual data evolution couldn’t 
be analyzed through historical timeline.   
The indicators of public policies were presented throughout 
the period of its existence in tables and charts. To check the growth 
or decline in each indicator over the period, the compound annual 
growth rate was used (CAGR). The choice of this equation is given 
as an alternative to verify the efficacy of the public policies studied, 
taking as a reference the financial contributions invested (initial and 
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final) as well as the number of students attended (initial and final) 
over the years analyzed. 
The compound rate of annual growth is given by:
The results allowed to understand the behavior and perfor-
mance of public policies in function of the years, both in the amount 
of investments intended for their respective policies, regarding the 
number of students attended, in order to better understand the re-
lationship between these two variables. At the end of each section, 
a comparative table was presented with the results of all policies 
of a country, to facilitate the data interpretation and dissemination.
The software used for all quantitative analysis was R version 3.0.3.
4. Results
In order to understand more deeply the public policies directed 
to higher education in China in the period from 2003 to 2012, the 
investment (or collection) and the amount of students served by 
policies Government-subsidized Student Loan Program (GSSLP), 
Fee-Charging Policy, Decentralization Plan, Open University of 
China (OR C) and Green Passage (or Green Pass) were evaluated. 
Were calculated the period totals and the average annual growth 
rates, both for investment and for the student’s number. It was also 
calculated the average investment per student and its average an-
nual growth rate. For the Green Passage policy, it was only obtained 
information on the investment. At the end, it also presents some data 
related to public policies Project 211 and Project 985, which could 
not be included in historical analysis to be policies that have their 
transfers operated in stages, and not on a yearly basis.
4.1. Government-subsidized Student Loan Program (GSSLP) 
In May 1999, the Regulation on Student Loan Administration 
subsidized by the Government was proposed by the People’s Bank 
of China, the Ministry of Education (MoE) and the Ministry of Fi-
nance (MOF). The Government-subsidized Student Loan Program 
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(GSSLP) was a pilot loan scheme in central institutions on eight 
cities: Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin, Chongqing, Wuhan, Shenyang, 
Xi’an and Nanjing. Students who applied for loans needed guaran-
tors and took a commercial interest rate with 50% of the interest 
subsidized by public funding and a term of four years repayment 
after completion of the course.
In August 2000, a Supplemental Rules was released for the 
Administration of Student Loan, expanding GSSLP for the rest of 
the country. The original bank, named Industrial and Commercial 
Bank of China (ICBC), now has three other state-owned commer-
cial banks: China Construction Bank (CCB), the Agricultural Bank 
of China (ABC), and Bank of China (BC). The target audience was 
expanded graduation for both undergraduate and post-graduate.
In June 2001, the National Conference on student loans subsi-
dized by the government was held in Beijing. The changes made 
were favorable to the creditor banks. The changes included canceling 
the rule of “one bank to an institution”, to be replaced by the policy 
of an institution for several banks, which extended the participation 
of banks and the program as a whole (SHEN; LI, 2003).
In order to promote the sustainability of GSSLP, the govern-
ment announced major changes in June 2004, in particular in order 
to facilitate the repayment terms. The opportunity of loan benefi-
ciaries was given the choice to start the refund at any time within 
two years after graduation, in addition, the maximum repayment 
period was extended to six years. The government now supports 
the loan interest costs during the study period, and students paid 
interest expenses only after graduation. In addition, it was created 
the “GSSL Risk Compensation Special Fund”, jointly funded by the 
government and higher education institutions, to compensate the 
creditor banks against risks associated with the program (SHEN; 
SHEN; ZIDERMAN, 2009).
In short, since its inception in 1999, the GSSLP faced several 
changes in order to monitor the changes and the development of 
higher education. Its three main advantages are:
a) the commercial banks are responsible for GSSLP, which 
gives certain power to banks to operate the scheme;
b) regulation on the maximum loan money and the proportion 
of students receiving GSSL protects the interests of students 
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and ensures that the poorest students receive one GSSL, 
which is sufficient for their needs;
c) banks that operate in politics are exempt from taxes on 
student loans. In case of bad debt, the government helps 
taking part of the losses.
Special goals of GSSLP are:
a) help needy students have access to higher education institu-
tions and continue their studies;
b) support education through financial means;
c) help cultivate the independence of consciousness and self-
support of the students;
d) contribute to the establishment of a single credit system 
throughout the company (in China, a credit system which 
covers the whole country has not been established, therefore, 
a national initiative like GSSLP helps in this regard, since 
jointly embraces all the nation’s institutions) (SHEN; LI 2003).
 Table 3 lists the amount of investments intended for GSSLP 
and students who were attended during the study period:
Table 3 - GSSLP, total investments and students attended from 2003 to 2012
GSSLP











Source: Prepared by the author with data from National Bureau of Statistics of 
China (2003-2012).
Note: * To avoid discrepancies due to the dollar’s fluctuation depending on the year, 
it was used as a reference to US trade dollar quotation, 09 October 2014. Price, $ 
1.00 = 6.25 yuan.
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Graph 3 illustrates the development of investment by the stu-
dent’s number attended during the reporting period:
Graph 3 - Development of investment by the student’s number attended 
in GsslP
Source: Prepared by the author with data from Table 3.
The GSSLP was analyzed since 2003 and in the 10 years of 
evaluation showed a total investment of U$ 1,37 billion, with an 
average annual growth rate of 24,1%. Over the period 8.371.500 
students were attended, and it was seen an average growth of 18,3% 
of students attended per year. The average investment per student 
was U$ 158,54, and this value increased on average by 9,1% per year.
4.2. Fee-Charging Policy
The Fee-Charging Policy begins to be studied at the end of the 
80’s, a time when China was facing a severe financial constraint. 
In order to bridge the gap between demand and available funding, 
the Chinese government and its departments have tried to solve the 
problem using two methods: one was the expansion of the funding, 
exploring more channels to raise funds for education, and the other 
was improve the efficiency utilization of educational resources.
The Chinese system of financing higher education then went 
from a fully government-funded system for a system which aimed 
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for a part of cost recovery. The logic behind charging tuition fees 
was as it follows:
a) solve financial difficulties in the higher education system;
b) meet private demand for higher education;
c) receive a contribution by private benefits associated with 
higher education;
d) attend some World Bank studies, which concluded that the 
cost sharing and student aid system is fairer and more ef-
ficient than the free charge education system.
From 1997, all higher education institutions across the country 
began to charge tuition fees regularly. The cost recovery policy was 
then implemented in all institutions of higher education in China. 
Thus, they began to contribute to the system governments, students 
and their families, industry and philanthropists. With this policy, 
about 25% to 30% of total expenditure of higher education began 
to be covered by the students themselves.
Table 4 lists the amount of government revenue with this policy, 
as well as students who were attended during the study period:
Table 4 - Fee-Chargin Policy, total collections and students attended from 
2003 to 2012
   Fee-Chargin Policy











Source: Prepared by the author with data from National Bureau of Statistics of 
China (2003-2012).
Note: *Quote of October 9, 2014, $ 1.00 = 6.25 yuan. 
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Graph 4 illustrates the evolution of revenue by the student’s 
number attended during the reporting period:
Graph 4 - Evolution of the revenue by the student’s number attended in 
Fee-Chargin Policy
Source: Prepared by the author with data from Table 4.
The Fee-Chargin Policy was analyzed since 2003 and in the 
10 years of evaluation showed a tax revenues total of U$ 323,97 
billion, with an average annual growth rate of 15,3%. Over the pe-
riod 32.585.961 students were attended, and it was seen an average 
growth of 8,9% of students attended per year. The average revenue 
per student was U$ 1.233,84, and this value increased on average 
by 10,9% per year.
4.3. Decentralization Plan
The Decentralization Plan was a Chinese government initiative 
aimed to grant autonomy to the provinces to manage part of the 
higher education.
In order to support the first major expansion of the Chinese 
higher education, which took place between 1986 and 1993, and 
prepare for the second major expansion, the document “1993 
Outline for Educational Reform and Development in China” who 
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announced some modifications to the development of higher 
education in the country, such as the decentralization of the ad-
ministrative structure and expansion of university autonomy, a 
reorganization of the universities to the efficiency, effectiveness 
and expansion, and diversification of sources of funding for higher 
education institutions (something already explored in the previ-
ous section). Thus, it institutionalizes a structure of two levels of 
governance of higher education. The central government would 
then administer directly only a small number of key institutions 
that seek national development, and serve as models for the rest 
of the institutions, and other institutions would be managed by 
provincial governments (ZHA, 2011b).
Many of the responsibilities and powers begins to be delegated 
to provincial governments, whose main objective will be to coordi-
nate the growth of higher education to meet their province needs. 
Universities then start to gain autonomy over decisions regarding 
the supply of places, programs offered, staff appointments, profes-
sional development, compensation standards and the cost of funds.
In 1998 it was launched the “1998 Action Plan for Vitalizing 
Education for the Twenty-first Century”, with a schedule of 3 to 5 
years for the decentralized governance structure effectively be de-
ployed and provincial governments assume the role of coordinating 
the development of higher education in their jurisdictions. In 1999, 
it reinforces the idea of  decentralization as one of the main goals of 
higher education reform, which would have greater integration of 
higher education with the local and regional economy.
All these changes were intended to streamline and optimize 
the Chinese higher education structure. The ultimate goal of the 
Decentralization Plan was to improve the overall competitiveness 
of China, through the central institutions (elite), while at the same 
time, attended the internal social demand, a role performed mainly 
by local institutions (ZHA, 2011b).
Initially considering the central institutions, the Table 5 lists the 
amount of collection of institutions (including all sources of fund-
ing, such as government, tuition fees paid by students, companies, 
among others), and the student’s number who were assisted by this 
type of institution between 2003 and 2010:
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Table 5 - Decentralization Plan, total collections and students attended by 
central institutions from 2003 to 2010
Decentralization Plan
(Central Institutions)











Source: Prepared by the author with data from National Bureau of Statistics of China 
(2003-2012). Years 2011 and 2012 were not disclosed until the time of data collection.
Note: *Quote of October 9, 2014, $ 1.00 = 6.25 yuan. 
Graph 5 illustrates the evolution of the collection of central insti-
tutions by the student’s number attended during the reporting period:
Graph 5 - evolution of the collection of central institutions by the student’s 
number attended, Decentralization Plan.
Source: Prepared by the author with data from Table 5.
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The Decentralization Plan (central institutions) was analyzed 
since 2003 and in eight years evaluated was presented a tax revenue 
total of U$123 billion, with an average annual growth rate of 12,9%. 
Over the period 2.660.335 students were attended, and it was seen 
an average growth of 2,4% of students attended per year. The aver-
age revenue per student was U$ 6.240,35, and this value increased 
on average by 14,7% per year.
Assessing now the results of local institutions, Table 6 lists the 
amount of collection of institutions (including all sources of funding, 
such as government, academic fees paid by students, companies, 
among others), and the student’s number who were attended for 
this type of institution during the period 2003-2010:
Table 6 - Decentralization Plan, total collections and students attended by 
local institutions from 2003 to 2010
Decentralization Plan 
(Local Institutions)











Source: Prepared by the author with data from National Bureau of Statistics of China 
(2003-2012). Years 2011 and 2012 were not disclosed until the time of data collection.
Note: *Quote of October 9, 2014, $ 1.00 = 6.25 yuan. 
Graph 6 illustrates the evolution of the collection of local in-
stitutions by the student’s number attended during the reporting 
period:
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Graph 6 - evolution of the collection of local institutions by the student’s 
number attended, Decentralization Plan
Source: Prepared by the author with data from Table 6.
The Decentralization Plan (local institutions) was analyzed since 
2003 and in eight years evaluated was presented a tax revenue total 
of U$ 237,4 billion, with an average annual growth rate of 17,2%. 
Over the period 26.556.398 students were attended, and it was seen 
an average growth of 10,3% of students attended per year. The aver-
age revenue per student was U$ 1.403,62, and this value increased 
on average by 8,8% per year.  
4.4. Open University of China (OUC)
The Open University of China (OUC) was named China Central 
Radio & TV University (CCRTVU) by the year 2009. The purpose 
of its creation was to bring higher education to more remote areas, 
particularly rural areas.
In 1978, the proposition to create the CCRTVU was approved 
and in 1979 began offering education at distance programs across 
the country. The OUC is under direct supervision of the Ministry 
of Education in China and TVs, and university radios sites are 
under the responsibility of their respective jurisdiction, but under 
the academic management control of OUC. The OUC is not only 
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responsible for developing criteria, but also for evaluation, and 
aims to provide learning opportunities and quality education for all 
people in society, especially those in remote, rural areas and ethnic 
minority regions (OUC, 2014).
The OUC maintains the educational philosophy of “transpar-
ency, accountability, quality, diversity and internationalization.” The 
university is rapidly expanding, integrating modern technology with 
education to build a route for learning throughout life, contributing 
to the formation of society and meeting the development needs of 
individuals, as well as economic and social development goals of 
the nation. The name “ Open University of China” was just chosen 
to represent a university based on a new model, “without walls”, 
open to all members of society.
Currently, OUC is the largest open education and at distance 
system in the world and the goal of the Chinese government is 
turning it into an open university of world reference (OUC, 2014). 
Table 7 lists the amount of investments destined for OUC and 
the students who were attended during the study period:
Table 7 - OUC, total investments and students attended
Open University of China (OUC)











Source: Prepared by the author with data from OUC (2014).
* Note: Quotation of October 9, 2014, $ 1.00 = 6.25 yuan. 
** Note: The data related to investment in the years 2003, 2004, 2011 and 2012 as well 
as the amount of students in 2011 were not available in the annual reports of OUC.
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Graph 7 illustrates the development of investment by the stu-
dent’s number attended during the reporting period:
Graph 7 - Development of investment by the student’s number attended 
at oUC
Source: Prepared by the author with data from Table 7.
The OUC was analyzed since 2003, but the investment informa-
tion was obtained only between 2005 and 2010, when it presented a 
total investment of U$ 25,09 billion, with an average annual growth 
rate of 15,5%. Over the period it atend 3,59 million students, and 
was seen an average growth of 12,9% of students attended per year. 
The average investment per student between 2005 and 2010 was 
U$ 1.852, being that this value increased on average 4,9% per year.
4.5. Green Passage
The Green Passage is not necessarily a government public 
policy. It is an institutional action to prevent economically disad-
vantaged students from being excluded from the system. The action 
is similar to that of the welfare foundations in the Brazilian federal 
universities, where the student registers and if a real situation of 
lack is confirmed, that student will have support from the institu-
tion to which he will study.
From 2000, the higher education institutions in China have es-
tablished a Green Passage system to ensure successful entry of all 
new university students from poor families. In the process, these stu-
dents should be allowed to advance the admission procedures and 
should receive assistance regarding the various financial assistance 
policies available to them, according to the situation of the family.
For this reason, the Ministry of Education requires all higher 
education institutions to establish the Green Passage system because 
it will allow students from poor families who have been accepted 
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by universities to start your registration first, and then apply for 
financial aid (MENGKUI, 2009).
The intention of the institutions to open a Green Passage is to 
allow students to begin their studies before paying tuition fees and 
the first tuition. So, from the time the student receives notice that 
has been approved and also the registration procedures, he/she is 
already informed about financial aid policies and introduced to the 
Green Passage. The idea is to ensure that disadvantaged students 
feel at ease at the university and finish their educational process 
without major concerns.
For the development of this action, the Ministry of Education 
establishes cooperation with banks and financial departments to 
carry out all necessary assistance to needy students in the country. 
Whenever you start a school year, the Ministry of Education calls 
on all institutions to open a process of Green Passage still in regis-
tration, to identify those students who cannot get enough money to 
pay for the possible fees (WILLMANN; SCHUCHER 2005).
Table 8 shows the amount of investments allocated to the Green 
Passage over the analysis period:
table 8 - Green Passage, total investments from 2003 to 2012
     Green Passage*











Source: Prepared by the author with data from National Bureau of Statistics of China (2003-
2012).
* Note: Specific records are not released for the Green Passage policy. This policy is calculated 
in the “Student Grants” tab of the National Department of Education of China.
** Note: Quotation of October 9, 2014, $ 1.00 = 6.25 yuan. 
*** Note: As this is a specific data of each institution, no information was received about the 
total student’s number attended in the period.
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Graph 8 illustrates the evolution of investment during the 
analysis period:
Graph 8 - investment evolution in Green Passage
Source: Prepared by the author with the Table 8 data.
The Green Passage was analyzed since 2003 and in the 10 years 
of evaluation showed a total investment of U$ 58,4 billion, with an 
average annual growth rate of 29,9%. It is worth mentioning that as 
it is a specific action in each institution, consolidated data regarding 
the Green Passage are not disclosed. This policy is calculated on the 
“student grants”, the National Bureau of China’s education. Moreover, 
no information was obtained on the total student’s number attended. 
4.6. Projects 211 and 985
As already explained on this research, the Project 211 and 985 
were policies in order to help Chinese universities to become rec-
ognized worldwide.
In short, the 211 Project is a project launched in 1995 by the 
Chinese Ministry of Education focused in key national universities 
and colleges. The objective of this project is to increase the search 
patterns of the prominent universities and cultivate strategies for 
socio-economic development.
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Currently, the 211 Project covers about 6% of the country’s 
universities (118 institutions of higher education) designated as 211 
Project institutions because they met certain scientific, technical and 
human resource standards. The institutions in Project 211 assume 
the responsibility of training four-fifths of doctoral students, two-
thirds of graduate students, half of foreign students and one-third 
of undergraduate students (CAI; KOHTMÄKI, 2014).
The project name comes from an abbreviation of the XXI cen-
tury and 100 (approximate number of participating universities), 
turning then “21-1”.
As a way to achieve an even more differentiated work in a 
smaller number of universities, the Project 985 comes in 1998 to 
promote the development and reputation of the Chinese higher 
education system, focusing on the development of world-class 
universities throughout the century XXI. The project involves both 
national and local governments, allocating large amounts of fund-
ing for some universities, in order to build new research centers, 
improve facilities, hold international conferences, attract researchers 
and world-renowned professors and help the Chinese professors 
participate in conferences abroad.
Thirty-nine universities are participating in this policy, and in 
2011 it was announced that there would be more likely to attend 
other schools. In order to achieve even better indicators and in a 
shorter time, were chosen 9 of 39 of the 985 project universities to 
form the china called C9 League, that is, the first 9 Chinese institu-
tions that receive massive support to be included among the best 
universities in the world (KING; MARGINSON; NAIDOO, 2011).
In the case of the 985 Project, the name is a combination of 
values  extracted from the project start date: May 1998. Soon, 1998/5 
eventually became 98/5.
Because the funding transfer is in stages rather than annually, 
it could not perform the historical series of projects 211 and 985. 
However, because of the importance they represent to the Chinese 
higher education, these projects are explored below. 
Table 9 shows the total resources (phases) transferred by the 
government to the participating universities:
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Table 9 - Evaluation of Investment and students attended (in stages) in 
Public Policies Projects 211 and 985



















2005 N/A 2005 N/A







2009 2.927.731 2009 N/A
2010 N/A 2010 1.734.343
2011 N/A 2011 N/A
2012 N/A 3.327.293 2012 N/A 2.092.005
Source: Prepared by the author with data from: Project 2011, Cai and Kohtmäki 
(2014) for investments and National Bureau of Statistics of China (2003-2012) for 
students attended; Project 985, King, Marginson and Naidoo (2011) for investments 
and National Bureau of Statistics of China (2003-2012) for the students attended.
* Note: Quotation of October 9, 2014, $ 1.00 = 6.25 yuan.
** Note: The only data available is in relation to the student’s number in 2010 and 
2012, the other years are classified by the government as “confidential”.
In relation to Project 211, it was observed a total investment of 
U$ 970 million in the period 2003-2006 and U$ 1,6 billion between 
2007 and 2011. While in 2003 were 2.418.678 the students benefited 
in 2012 this value was 3.327.293, representing an average annual 
growth of 3,6%.
The Project 985 presented a total investment of U$ 3,11 billion 
between 2004 and 2007 and U$ 5,8 billion between 2008 and 2011. 
While in 2010 the project attended 1.734.343 students in 2012 this 
value rose to 2.092.005, representing an average annual growth of 
9,8% in the period.
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4.7. Comparative performance: China public policies 
Once a specific analysis of the main public policies for higher 
education in China was made, it attempts now understand the per-
formance of the analyzed comparatively policies in order to facilitate 
the interpretation and spread of data.  
Table 10 presents the evaluation of investment and students 
attended (if applicable) in public policies analyzed in China:
table 10 - Comparative performance of public policies in China











of years 10 10** 10 10 8 8
Initial 






























rate - 4,9%* 10,9% 9,1% 14,7% 8,8%
Source: Prepared by the author.
* Note: Considering only the period between years 2005 and 2010.
** Note: No information on investment in years 2003, 2004, 2011 and 2012 and stu-
dents in 2011.
*** Note: No information on investment and student’s number in years 2011 and 2012.
**** Note: The average value in the period for investment per student is significantly 
lower than other policies, since the majority of the resources invested occur via bank 
(plus, there is the return of values  to the government later). 
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However, it is worth noting that it is policies with different 
focuses, both in composition and in objective, therefore, it should 
evaluate them with some caution. In anyway, it is possible to draw 
conclusions based on the data shown in Table 10, such as:
the collection policy of academic fees, Fee-Chargin Policy, was 
responsible for the collection of more than 323 billion dollars in the 
period, which shows the importance of this collection to maintain 
system expansion and even other policies, such as the welfare poli-
cies example. In addition, such policy represented an annual growth 
of around 9% in the student’s number in the system;
Green Passage showed an average annual growth rate (invest-
ment) slightly higher than GSSLP, suggesting a concern of the 
Chinese government to expand the policy assist;
On the other hand, the GSSLP showed an annual growth of 
18,3% in total students attended, which also signals a representative 
offering of student loans;
On Decentralization Plan, it can be clearly observed the role 
profiled by central institutions and local institutions. The indica-
tors corroborate the view of local institutions, which is to form the 
mass order, especially internal labor, work in the country and with 
the central institutions, which provides a differentiated education 
worldwide. Especially the average investment per student, which is 
more than 4 times lower in local institutions than in central institu-
tions, which further confirms the role performed by each;
The OUC showed an average annual growth rate significant in 
the student’s number attended, highlighting the importance of dis-
tance education has played in the Chinese higher education system.
5. Final thoughts 
The analysis of public policies for higher education in China 
demonstrated a direct relationship between the results of the country 
and the actions taken by them during the period evaluated. 
Both the public policies and the impact of some structural 
adjustments in the system were analyzed. The financial support 
intended for the Chinese policies have proven that higher educa-
tion, for decades forgotten, began to receive the necessary attention. 
The numbers are so significant that an assistance policy as GSSLP 
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met more students over the period than the entire system of higher 
education currently does.
Due to its continental dimension and the difficulty of being 
present throughout the territory of the country, China has also 
started to invest increasingly in distance education, by means of 
OUC. In the period analyzed, the investments had an average an-
nual growth of approximately 15,5% and an average increase in the 
annual number of students of 12,9%. 
The policies Project 211 and Project 985 demonstrated an es-
sential role in the qualitative advances in higher education in China. 
For a country which until a few decades had no higher education 
as a key area, defining actions to transform their universities in 
“world class” institutions confirm the position of the nation concern-
ing this segment. The originality of the policies also deserves to be 
highlighted, since the traditional route for the universities to seek 
to improve their position in the international rankings is through 
an ongoing process and in most cases slow. However, China has 
established two policies with this objective explicit and clear, ap-
plying large financial contributions to meet this goal. The boldness 
of the country in this action must be emphasized.
As a proactive action, it is also possible to highlight the Green 
Passage policy, which combines a series of welfare benefits and 
discloses to the students at the institutional level, those benefits to 
which they are entitled, in order to provide for the economically dis-
advantaged students. The determination of the government so that 
the institutions open the process of Green Passage at the moment in 
which students receive the information they were approved, helps the 
institutions and the government to anticipate the problem of students 
enrolling in higher education and subsequently discover that they 
cannot stay, generating a disadvantageous drop out tax in the system.
In addition to the policies that receive public funding from 
governments, it was also analyzed issues of structural order, espe-
cially those that involve diversification to inflow of resources that 
are intended for higher education. It is possible to realize that China 
has sought efficient options to ensure a larger amount of resources 
to the system, divided into two major actions: collection of tuition 
fees and the decentralization of its system.
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Even though it is a relatively recently action (1997), collection of 
tuition fees, was a milestone in Chinese higher education, something 
notices by both the analysis of quantitative data, as well as the per-
ception of the research participants, via analysis of qualitative data. 
In 10 years of evaluation, China raised a sum exceeding 323 billion 
dollars, an amount sufficient to promote a complete restructuring 
in any one of the three systems studied. This injection of additional 
resources was preponderant so that the Chinese higher education 
system expanded and attended more than 30 million students, be-
coming the largest system in the world in quantitative terms. The 
final impact was so positive, that the participants themselves from 
the system recognize and defend its importance. Even though it is 
a polemic and controversial theme in Brazil, the case of China dem-
onstrates the importance of carrying out a reflection on this subject.
Another structure that brought significant results, especially 
in the quantitative increase in the number of enrollments, was the 
decentralization of the management of the system, granting more 
autonomy to the provincial governments. In the case of China, the 
Central Government still sets the strategies and rules to be fol-
lowed, however, each province can choose the best way to comply 
with them. These governments also receive autonomy to apply the 
specific resources for higher education which collect at the local 
level. The biggest differential of this strategy was that the provinces 
began to compete among themselves, improving each time more 
its educational system to attract more students (which contribute 
to the tuition fees and foster the system). This “competition” has 
been responsible for ensuring a continuous improvement of the 
system, as well as inevitably increase the number of vacancies and 
consequently the access.
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Table 11 - Summary of the main reflections observed in the quantitative 
analysis of public policies
Policies Main reflexes
GSSLP Attended more students over the period than the entire system of higher education currently does.
OUC
There was an average annual growth of approxi-
mately 15,5% and an average increase in the annual 
number of students of 12,9%.
Projects 211/985
Demonstrated an essential role in the qualitative 
advances in higher education in China, applying 
large financial contributions to meet this goal.
Green Passage
It combines a series of welfare benefits and disclo-
ses to the students, at the institutional level, proac-
tively.
Tuition fees In 10 years of evaluation, China raised a sum excee-ding 323 billion dollars.
Source: Elaborated by the author.
As future studies, it is suggested to perform a comparative 
study between public policies for higher education in China and 
public policies in other countries, such as Brazil, which has experi-
enced a great increase in the number of enrollments in the last 20 
years. Another point that can be addressed is the real impacts of 
increasing the number of graduates if it is considered that China 
still needs to improve the employment rate for recent graduates. 
It’ll be interesting to improve the debate on the massification of 
higher education that has created an imbalance between the number 
of graduates, the quality of training and the real needs of society. 
It will be interesting to improve the debate on the massification of 
higher education by studying the imbalance between the number 
of graduates, the quality of training and the real needs of society.
Finally, the joint evaluations of the results of all policies showed 
a series of possibilities to promote the advancement of higher edu-
cation worldwide, with examples of policies that can be replicated 
to other nations, and, therefore, assist them in their development.
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